Introduction
A universally accepted goal of primary education is the mastery of reading comprehension, since reading comprehension provides the basis for most learning that takes place in secondary school (Sporer, Brunstein & Kieschke 2009 ). This study aims to illustrate the link between the introduction of early home literacy activities as well as reading skills and strategies early in the Foundation Phase to aid the development of comprehension and thus reading literacy achievement amongst South African Grade 4 learners. In South Africa, grave concerns with regard to low levels of learner achievement pervade research initiatives and educational debates. Despite considerable investments in educational inputs (such as policy and resources) and processes (such as curriculum provision and teacher support), outcomes (in the form of learner achievement) remain disappointingly low. Despite national efforts, South African school learners have repeatedly been failing grades or leaving school, a trend that is reported by Taylor, Fleisch and Shindler (2008) in their review of educational changes in South Africa since 1994. Almost half of the learners who dropped out of the system did so due to a lack of basic learning skills, more specifically a lack of adequate language skills. Another reason for this high attrition rate can be attributed to child-headed families where parents are absent (Richter & Desmond 2008) : those learners who leave school prematurely no longer deem education as important when compared to basic needs; rather, they seek out work to support and provide for their family (MacLellan 2005) .
South African learners' poor performance in reading literacy was first evidenced by the results of the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 2006. As an international comparative study, PIRLS is administered in five-year cycles and requires the assessment of learners who have had four years of schooling (Mullis et al. 2007) . For most countries, this requirement translates to Grade 4 learners. PIRLS 2006 aimed to describe trends and international comparisons for the reading achievement of Grade 4 learners. It also focused on learners' competencies in relation to goals and standards for reading education, the impact of the home environment and how parents foster reading literacy, the implementation of the curriculum, time and reading materials for learning to read in schools and classroom approaches to reading instruction (Mullis et al. 2004 ).
The South African PIRLS 2006 study assessed a first population of Grade 4 learners, but also included a second population of Grade 5 learners as a national option within the study (Howie et al. 2009 ). South African Grade 5 learners achieved the lowest score of the 45 participating education systems with a score of 302 (SE = 5.6). Grade 4 learners achieved on average 253 points (SE = 4.6). Average achievement for both these grades was well below the fixed international reference average of 500 points.
In PIRLS 2011, the South African study assessed a Grade 5 population in an attempt to develop trends from PIRLS 2006 to PIRLS 2011. However, to assess Grade 4 learners, South Africa opted to participate in the preProgress in International Reading Literacy Study (prePIRLS) 2011. Mullis et al. (2012) describe prePIRLS 2011 as a less difficult version of PIRLS which allows developing countries to assess children's reading comprehension with shorter texts, easier vocabulary, simpler grammar and less emphasis on higher-order reading skills. PrePIRLS is designed to test basic reading skills that are prerequisites for success in PIRLS (Mullis et al. 2012) . South African Grade 4 learners were assessed across all 11 official languages.
PrePIRLS 2011 results point to continued underperformance by South African learners with little evidence of improved reading literacy scores, even when administering an easier assessment. The prePIRLS 2011 study results revealed that South African Grade 4 learners obtained 461 (SE = 3.7), the lowest reading achievement score in comparison with the international centre point of 500. In contrast, learners from Botswana achieved 463 (SE = 3.5) and learners from Colombia obtained 576 (SE = 3.4) (Mullis et al. 2012) .
A further breakdown of South African prePIRLS 2011 results reveal severe learner underperformance on international benchmarks. The prePIRLS 2011 scores provide information on learners' performance in reading achievement on a range of literary and informational texts (Mullis et al. 2012) . For each of these texts, learners responded to questions that measure a series of comprehension skills, ranging from retrieval to inference and integration and evaluation. Achievement is reported at four points along a scale of international benchmarks and includes the Advanced International Benchmark with achievement at 625 points, the High International Benchmark with achievement at 550 points, the Intermediate International Benchmark with achievement at 475 points and the Low International Benchmark with achievement at 400 points. Achievement at the Low International Benchmark represents performance at basic reading levels. (18%) and the Advanced International Benchmark (6%) (Howie et al. 2012) . Of concern is that as many as 29% of South African Grade 4 learners did not reach the Low International Benchmark in prePIRLS 2011, thereby being unable to provide evidence for having mastered basic reading skills. A majority of 71% of South African Grade 4 learners reached the Low International Benchmark (Howie et al. 2012) . Attainment at this benchmark means that South African Grade 4 learners mostly have the ability to locate and retrieve explicitly stated detail in a literary text and the ability to locate and reproduce explicitly stated information from an informational text (Mullis et al. 2012) . At this level, the majority of South African Grade 4 learners are unable to make straightforward inferences, integrate ideas and evidence across text or interpret events to provide reasons, motivations or feelings with full text-based support.
The home background is pivotal for learners' scholastic achievement and social development (Morrison & Cooney 2001) . Pretorius and Naude (2002) report on the everwidening gap in performance between children from rural or township backgrounds and children from affluent areas as an additional indicator of learners' poor reading skills. In the South African context, townships refer to those informal settlements, often found on the outskirts of urban areas, characterised by makeshift houses (or shacks). Townships are associated with lack of basic services (such as water and electricity supply), lack of resources and generally poor quality of schooling offered to children. Pretorius and Naude's research into the topic of poor reading and writing ability amongst children in South African townships found that only 36% of primary school children could take a book, turn it to the correct position and open it as if they were about to start reading from the book. Only 43% of children knew that words tell the story in a book. The researchers ascribe this shortcoming to a lack of books in the home, to parents or caregivers who themselves are illiterate and do not themselves have a culture of reading at home and to the lack of print-rich environments to which these children are exposed. Similarly, Dieden and Gustafson (2003) explore the roles of parents in urban and rural areas. They too claim that learners living in rural areas perform poorly since the parents are absent. Mokhtari and Reichard (2002) , unskilled readers do relatively little cognitive monitoring and tend to engage with reading as a decoding process rather than a meaning-making process. Unskilled readers are unlikely to detect contradictions in text, have trouble successfully resolving inconsistencies in understanding, exert little control of reading processes and are often unable to realise that they do not understand what is read (Mokhtari & Reichard 2002) . On the other hand, skilled readers from a young age demonstrate awareness of what they are reading, why they are reading, have tentative plans or strategies in place for handling potential problems and monitor their comprehension of textual information (Mokhtari & Reichard 2002) . Ricketts, Nation and Bishop (2007) provide additional evidence of learners with poor comprehension, who make up approximately 10% of children aged 7-11 years old (Nation 2005) . These learners have age appropriate reading skills, but have difficulty with reading comprehension specifically. Such learners may show strong phonological skills, but experience weaknesses in areas of language, such as listening, vocabulary and comprehending words with subtle inconsistent patterns in spelling and sound. Weaknesses in these areas tend to co-occur, meaning that children with limited vocabulary may inevitably struggle to comprehend words (Ricketts et al. 2007 ). Taylor et al. (2000) place their work within effective schools and effective teaching traditions and conclude that effective teaching of reading strategies includes the use of small group instructional practices, coaching, systematic phonics instruction, higher-level questioning and balanced instruction on variables such as variable grouping patterns, support for reading, approaches to word recognition instruction, modes of learner interaction and practices to support text comprehension. Additionally, Taylor et al. (2000) list independent reading, involving parents in children's reading tasks and maintaining learner on-task behaviour as practices employed by effective reading teachers.
A distinction needs to be made between reading skills and reading strategies. Afflerbach, Pearson and Paris (2008) explain that these terms are either used interchangeably, as complimentary relations (where strategies support skills) or to denote developmental progression (where phonics skills are followed by comprehension strategies). Afflerbach et al. (2008) view reading skills as automatic actions that result in decoding and comprehension with speed, efficiency and fluency. Reading strategies, on the other hand, are deliberate, goal directed attempts associated with decoding text, understanding words and constructing meanings of text. Whilst Afflerbach et al. (2008) offer a useful distinction, reading skills and reading strategies will be used interchangeably for the purposes of this study to describe features of children's reading development as well as features of teachers' reading instruction.
Research questions
Based on the prePIRLS 2011 evidence of South African Grade 4 learners' poor overall reading literacy achievement and poor benchmark attainment, the following questions are asked:
1. How often do South African parents of preschool learners engage in early home reading activities? 2. When do critical reading skills and strategies first receive major emphasis in instruction at primary school? 3. How does the early introduction of and exposure to comprehension skills and strategies in the classroom interact with early home literacy activities to affect reading achievement scores?
Method Participants
A nationally representative sample of 15 744 Grade 4 learners from 342 schools participated in the prePIRLS 2011 study in South Africa. The sample consisted of 7548 girls and 8196 boys. Learners were assessed across all 11 official languages and were assessed in the Language of Learning and Teaching (LoLT) to which they were exposed in Foundation Phase. This means that learners were not necessarily tested in their home language, but rather in the language they were exposed to in school. Background questionnaires: Grade 4 learners, their parents, teachers and school principals responded to contextual background questionnaires that addressed a wide range of topics on aspects such as reading behaviour, attitudes, teaching reading and school organisation. For the purposes of this study, responses from one set of items from the parent questionnaire and one set from the principal questionnaire were used. Parents of Grade 4 learners were asked how often they engaged with their child before they started school in a range of literacy activities on a Likert scale that included 'often', 'sometimes' and 'never'.
Data collection instruments
Principals were asked at which grade (Grade 1, Grade 2, Grade 3, Grade 4 or none of these grades) a range of reading skills and strategies first received major emphasis in instruction at their school.
Both the principal responses and the parent responses were converted to a scale and then to an index for further analysis.
Procedure:
The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) made the International Database Analyzer (IDB Analyzer) software available for the analysis of the PIRLS and prePIRLS datasets. This software was used for data analysis for the current investigation. Variables from the school and parent questionnaires were analysed to obtain descriptive statistics and percentages for response categories as reported by principals and teachers in conjunction with Grade 4 learners' overall reading literacy scores. The analysis resulted in percentage reports for principal and parent reports on the selected variables, with the expected effect on reading literacy achievement for each reported percentage.
Results
Means and percentages were used to gauge differences between groups. Firstly, the introduction of early home literacy activities was considered and the frequencies between parents who reported conducting these activities rarely, sometimes and often were examined. Mean reading achievement scores for different reported levels of conducting early home literacy activities were examined, as well as score-point differences between groups.
Secondly, frequencies of the grades in which school principals of Grade 4 learners reported that reading skills and strategies first receive major emphasis in their schools were examined. Cross-tabulations of grades in which reading skills and strategies first receive major emphasis and mean reading achievement scores were examined, as well as score-point differences between different grades of initial introduction.
Lastly, cross-tabulations of the early home literacy activities index and the principal index was created using IDB Analyzer. Figure 2 illustrates parents' reported frequency of conducting early home literacy activities with their child before they began school. Table 1 indicates that mean reading achievement scores can be expected to be higher when early home literacy activities are conducted by parents at least sometimes or often before the child commences school.
Early home literacy activities:
Reading achievement scores are higher for each of the early home literacy activities to which learners' parents responded without exception. For example, for the activity Tell stories, when the activity was conducted occasionally or often before commencing school, the mean reading achievement score was 471.87 (SE = 4.69), whereas when this activity was conducted rarely or never, the score was 438.69 (SE = 5.54). 
Introduction of reading skills and strategies in school context as reported by principals
Descriptive statistics showed that certain reading skills and strategies in the principal questionnaire were underreported (i.e. few principals answered these questions) for introduction in early grades. To investigate why this may be the case, a review of the revised South African National Curriculum Statement (Department of Education 2002) for Grade R to Grade 9 was done in order to establish the extent to which the items that were asked of school principals were in alignment with the curriculum statement in use at the time of the prePIRLS 2011 study, as illustrated by Table 3 .
Based on this classification of the items, only items that contain activities that should start in Grade 1 according to the revised curriculum were selected for analysis. This decision was taken as the majority of principals reported that these activities were taught in Grade 1, whereas later items were reported for higher grades in accordance with the curriculum guidelines. The first eight items were therefore investigated to establish if principals reported these activities for Grade 1 level and to investigate any under-reported activities that could possibly impact learner reading scores. Items that contain activities classified by the curriculum for higher grades were under-reported for lower grades; therefore, useful predictions based on these items could not be made due to small samples reporting such activities for Grade 1-3. 3 The grades in which school principals of Grade 4 learners reported that these reading skills and strategies first receive major emphasis in their schools is shown in Figure 3 . These are the reading activities that should receive emphasis in Grade 1 according to the curriculum.
In excess of 75% of principals reported that basic reading skills (such as Knowing letters of the alphabet, Knowing lettersound relationships and Reading words) first receive emphasis in Grade 1 or earlier. Reading isolated sentences was reported by 56% (SE = 3.4) of principals as an activity that receives emphasis in Grade 1 or earlier. However, a steady decline in percentages is observed for the early introduction of skills and strategies such as Reading connected text (31%, SE = 3.5) and Locating information within a text (23%, SE = 3.4). Skills that require learners to Identify the main idea of a text (21%, SE = 3.3) was hugely under-reported for first grade learners. Table 4 provides information on how the early introduction of reading skills and strategies affects reading literacy 3.Small sample sizes reported for these activities resulted in large standard errors of the mean. The items containing activities that should be taught in Grade 1 or earlier, as indicated by the revised national curriculum that was implemented in South African primary schools at the time of the prePIRLS 2011 study, are included. Table 4 indicates that average reading achievement scores can be expected to be higher when specific reading skills and strategies are introduced in Grade 1 or earlier when compared to introduction of these skills and strategies beyond Grade 2. Reading achievement scores are higher for each of the reading skills and strategies to which learners' principals responded without exception. For example, the reading achievement score for item 4 (Reading isolated sentences) is 474.76 (SE = 6.39) when the activity is begun in Grade 1 or earlier, but when the activity is begun in Grade 2 or later, the reading achievement score is 428.88 (SE = 8.04). Table 7 , the difference in scale score points for most of the activities translate to a difference of a year or more of schooling for those learners for whom the skill was introduced at Grade 1 or earlier in comparison to those learners for whom it was only introduced Grade 3 or beyond.
Combined effect of conducting early home literacy activities and introducing four pivotal reading skills and strategies Figure 4 shows the effects of parents conducting early home literacy activities with their child before they begin school and introducing the four under-reported reading skills and strategies (Reading isolated sentences, Reading connected text, Locating information within text and Identifying the main idea of a text) in earlier grades.
Grade 4 learners who were in schools where the four reading skills and strategies were introduced in Grade 1, combined with parents who often conducted the early home literacy activities with them had a mean reading achievement score of 562.16 (SE = 14.43) . This average achievement is substantially higher than achievement for those learners who were in schools where these activities were only introduced in Grade 3 or later and who had parents who rarely or never conducted early home literacy activities with them. For these learners, mean reading achievement scores can be expected at only 432.20 (SE = 10.53).
Limitations
The limitations of the current study mainly pertain to its reliance on self-report questionnaire data. When using self- PrePIRLS reading achievement score (M = 500; SD = 100). report data, one runs the risk of using data with some aspect of social desirability in respondents' attempts to provide an overly positive image of themselves.
Principals reported on a variety of issues in the prePIRLS 2011 school questionnaire. It may be argued that principals are not accurately familiar with content being taught in the classroom. In this respect, principal responses to content questions could have been correlated with teacher responses from the teacher questionnaire if such analysis was aligned to the focus of the current study. If the prePIRLS 2011 study allowed for learner books to be examined, it could have provided a better indication of content being taught. However, prePIRLS 2011 took the form a survey study in which learner books did not form part of the methods employed. As a secondary analysis of data, the current study also could not employ learner books as part of its methods.
In attempts to increase the accuracy of parent responses, questionnaires were provided to parents in both English and the language in which the child was tested. In this way, parents could switch between languages when encountering difficulties in understanding questions.
Response options in survey questionnaire are often problematic, since reference to 'sometimes' and 'often' are highly subjective. In the current study it was attempted to capture patterns in the data by converting individual responses to scales in attempts to counter the effects of subjective response patterns. It has to be kept in mind that the nature of survey research provides data that remain proxies (or approximations) of reality. Nevertheless, it is seen as important for large-scale studies such as prePIRLS to collect information from schools, teachers, parents and learners to help ascertain the extent to which current research recommendations are being implemented and to capture the reported reality in schooling systems (Mullis 2002) . Such reporting can also provide a springboard to further research.
Discussion
The current study utilised data from the South African prePIRLS 2011 study in an attempt to illustrate the combined effect of parental involvement in early home literacy activities and the early introduction of reading skills and strategies by schools as factors that contribute to higher attainment in reading literacy.
In this study, the delayed introduction of reading skills and strategies in the foundation phase was found for four critical reading skills and strategies, despite an indication in the curriculum that these activities should be introduced in Grade 1. These neglected reading skills and strategies are:
• reading isolated sentences • reading connected text • locating information within text • identifying the main idea of a text.
The results of the data indicate that these reading skills and strategies should be introduced in Grade 1 for learners to achieve improved reading skills and, ultimately, higher reading achievement scores in studies such as prePIRLS 2011. The data also provide evidence that even when skills and strategies are entrenched as part of the national curriculum, these still do not receive emphasis. In this regard, schools play a pivotal role in ensuring the implementation of the curriculum to ensure learners have the best chance at sustained success and mastery.
This study illustrates how the early introduction of reading skills and strategies in turn interacts with early home literacy activities which, when conducted frequently by parents before the child starts school, have a positive effect on the child's reading achievement. It is of great importance that parents actively engage in early home literacy activities with their children, since they assist in the development of cognitive and linguistic skills, which in turn assist in learner reading achievement (see also Sénéchal & LeFevre 2002) .
In partnership with the school, children should be afforded as much as possible opportunity for practice (Afflerbach et al. 2008) . Practice may help children to develop decoding skills, word recognition and understanding. Yet, practice may still not be enough, in which case metacognitive instruction about how and why to use strategies, scaffolded and guided practice can be effective in ensuring the child makes progress. Schools thus have the task of providing metacognitive instruction with explicit teaching practices. Teachers can explain, use and model reading strategies by breaking reading down for the learner in order for them to become aware of readings' parts, how they work together and combining such parts into the skilled performance of reading. The effects of parental involvement in early home literacy activities can be strengthened and reinforced through targeted opportunities for practice at school in attempts by teachers to adequately cover the prescribed curriculum.
Together, parents and schools have the responsibility to lay the foundations for reading in the first year of schooling. When both these interventions are in place, in other words schools start early with all seven Grade 1 reading skills and strategies and parents conduct early home literacy activities with their children, then the learner will have a higher chance of mastering reading skills that are pivotal for later learning.
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